Introduction {#sec1}
============

The term 'social media' refers to applications that allow users to converse and interact with each other; create, edit, and share new forms of textual, visual, and audio content; and categorize, label, and recommend existing forms of content (2012).[@bib1] Information and communication technologies are widely used at present in nearly all aspects of people\'s lives, including entertainment, education, decision making, information seeking, trading, and business. As a result, time, effort, and costs are saved during people\'s daily routine.[@bib2] Academic performance is defined as 'the overall performance in each year, which culminates in a Grade Point Average (GPA)'.[@bib3] Social media technology has recently become an inseparable part of people\'s daily activities; thus, many researchers and scholars are studying the effects of social media technologies and applications on different aspects of people\'s lives.[@bib2] Many people, especially higher education students, spend their time using social media. Social media applications and their usage amongst students have rapidly increased in the last 10 years, and their effect on students\' academic performance varies.[@bib4], [@bib5] The attractiveness of social media continues to increase because it provides people with easy ways to interact with others.[@bib6]

Many studies around the world have illustrated the relationship between the usage of social media and academic performance and achievement of undergraduate university students. Amongst adults aged 18 years--29 years living in the United States of America, social media usage increased from 12% in 2005 to 90% along with the widespread usage of smartphone technology.[@bib7] One study conducted over 15 countries acknowledged students in higher education as being responsible for the growing usage of different portable devices, such as tablets and smartphones. Students who used social media wisely improved in their academic performance.[@bib5], [@bib7] However, those who failed to regulate their usage of social networks often lead to addictive usage and negatively affected their studies.[@bib5]

In a study conducted in Australia (2018), 106 undergraduate students were surveyed with 67% of them attributing their successful academic performance to the usage of technology.[@bib7] Similar results were obtained in a study conducted amongst 30 male students at the Petroleum Institute in Abu Dhabi, the United Arab Emirates (UAE); specifically, students with high GPAs were found to spend much time on social media sites and applications.[@bib8] The most commonly used social media platform by university students was Facebook, representing 90% of 3000 study participants.[@bib9]

Studies conducted in China and Iraq (2016) showed that social media was used as a positive approach in the learning process, by using the platform for assignment discussions and other course work, getting news and updates on class schedules and locations, exchanging information amongst their peers, and addressing concerns related to their coursework.[@bib4], [@bib10] In contrast, other studies showed a negative effect of social media usage on the academic performance of university students. Students who spent much time on social media platforms for chatting had a high probability of experiencing a decline in their academic performance.[@bib11], [@bib12], [@bib13] In addition, students who were deeply involved in the activities of networking sites during study lacked attention and were distracted.[@bib11] Support on the negative impact of social media usage was illustrated in a study conducted in four tertiary educational institutions in the UAE; in particular, results amongst male students interviewed through focus group sessions showed that extensive social network usage negatively impacted class performance and even led to class failure in some cases.[@bib14] Similar results were obtained in a study conducted in Turkey involving 220 male and female university students; the results revealed that digital technologies and social networking sites negatively impacted students\' studies and routines.[@bib13]

The latter study investigated if there were any gender variations in the usage of social networking sites. The findings revealed that of the many students (both males and females) interested in social networking, some became addicted, and as a result, suffered a negative impact to their academic performance, habits, and social life.[@bib13] Another study linked one of the most widely used social networking platforms, Facebook, to low academic performance in both genders, if it was used in the classroom.[@bib6] Another finding noted in this study was that the number of Facebook friends of male students related positively to academic performance, contrary to that of female students, which was related negatively.[@bib6]

Many studies around the world reported significant findings about gender variations in social media usage among university students. Muscanell and Guadagno conducted a study in 2012 to explore the influence of gender and personality on an individual\'s use of social networking. They found that females use social media for educational purposes more than males.[@bib14] A similar study in the United Arab Emirates (2010) revealed that Facebook looked further essential for female university students to extend their social network, access more information, and experiences.[@bib15]

This study was supported and approved by University of Sharjah's Research Ethics Committee grant (REC-18-01-29-01).

Materials and Methods {#sec2}
=====================

This study used a cross-sectional study design, and it was conducted at the University of Sharjah (UOS) among students who enrolled in UOS medical colleges, regardless of their year of study or nationality. We used a questionnaire as the main data gathering tool. Our questionnaire consisted of two main sections. Section one dealt with participant demographics, time spent on social media, and the frequency of using special media in classes. Section two dealt with the addictiveness to social media and the effect of social media on academic performance and gender usage. In this current study, the student was defined as any individual above 18 years. A total of 328 randomly selected students completed the self-reported Social Media and Academic Performance of Students Questionnaire (SMAAPOS), which consisted of 24 items, out of which 18 utilized a Likert scale with four possible responses (Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree). The questionnaire is a psychometrically valid and reliable instrument, which was designed to be applicable to a broad range of social media activities. In this current study, the average time required to complete the questionnaire was 7 min.

Data entry and analysis were performed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS®) version 20. A simple descriptive analysis was carried out in the form of numbers and percentages. Chi-square was used as a test of significance to detect the association between variables, and a level of less than 0.05 was considered significant.

Results {#sec4}
=======

Out of the 500 invitees, 328 students completed the study questionnaire (a response rate of 66%). As shown in [Table 1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"}, 200 of the respondents were female (61%), whereas the other 128 were male (39%). The majority of the respondents were from the age group between 21 and 25 years old (51%). Most of the students (53.4%) were currently in their first year of study ([Table 2](#tbl2){ref-type="table"}).Table 1Demographic profile.Table 1**SexFrequencyPercent (%)**Male12839Female20061**AgeFrequencyPercent (%)**16--20 years12337.521--25 years17051.826 years and above3510.7Table 2Year of Study.Table 2YearFrequencyPercent (%)Year 117553.4Year 23711.3Year 33510.7Year 43310.1Year 53310.1Year 6154.6

A total of 29.0% of the students used social networking sites from 2 to 3 h, and 7.3% of them used these tools for less than 1 h ([Table 3](#tbl3){ref-type="table"}).Table 3Time spent on Social Media.Table 3Time SpentFrequencyPercent (%)\<1 h247.31--2 h6921.02--3 h9529.03--4 h5717.44--5 h4313.1\>64012.2

The order of frequency of social media usage during class was sometimes (34.1%) followed by rarely (30.2%), never (14.3%), often (16.2%) and always (5.2%) ([Table 4](#tbl4){ref-type="table"}).Table 4Usage of Social Media during Class.Table 4Usage during classFrequencyPercent (%)Never4714.3Rarely9930.2Sometimes11234.1Often5316.2Always175.2

As shown in [Table 5](#tbl5){ref-type="table"}, males were more addicted to social media than females (49% vs. 32%, P 0.001), respectively. Those who were addicted to social media (68.5%) did not benefit from it to improve their grades ([Table 7](#tbl7){ref-type="table"}).Table 5Gender-related addiction to online social network.Table 5VariableAddiction to online social network, n (%)X2 (df)P ValueNot addictedAddictedGender10.136 (1).001 Male64 (50.4)63 (49.6) Female136 (68)64 (32)Table 7Addiction to use social media and students\' academic performance.Table 7VariableUse of Social Media and Students\'X2 (df)P ValueAcademic Performance, n (%)Help my gradeNot help my gradeUser1.228 (1).287 Addicted40 (31.5)87 (68.5) Not addicted75 (37.5)125 (62.5)

[Table 6](#tbl6){ref-type="table"} shows that access to social media had a greater impact on the academic performance of females (46.5%) in comparison to that of males (28%). However, for the majority of males (71.9%), social media did not affect their performance as opposed to 53.5% of females.Table 6Gender-related access to social media and academic performance.Table 6VariableAccess to social media and this has affected academic performance, n (%)X2 (df)P ValueNot impactHighly impactGender11.044 (1).001 Male92 (71.9)36 (28.1) Female107 (53.5)93 (46.5)

Discussion {#sec5}
==========

Our study examined the impact of social media usage on University of Sharjah undergraduate students. The main purpose of this study was to investigate if there was a difference in social media usage and its effect on academic performance based on gender.

This study was performed amongst 328 students, of whom 61% were female, and 39% were male. There were significant variations in responses among the year of study, where the majority of participants were from year one (53.4%).

The latter finding varies from the results of a study done in KSA, which was only 5% from year one students enrolled in the study.[@bib27] This finding might be the reason that nowadays, younger generations are more interested in incorporating social media into their studying.

To investigate the effect of social media on academic performance and its relationship to gender, the obtained results are different than those of United Arab Emirates Population Statistics in 2018 that show the percentage of males to be 72%.[@bib15]

By contrast, the findings of our study were consistent with those reported by the Education Statistics Centre in 2017 in the United Arab Emirates, which included a higher number of female than male students. Notably, local female students comprised 67.6% of the total number of local students enrolled in higher education institutions, such as UOS.[@bib16]

Our results showed a significant association between gender and social media addiction, where males were significantly more addicted to social media than females. A similar difference in social media usage was found in various studies.[@bib17], [@bib18], [@bib19] This difference might be related to the fact that males use social networks to create potential friends and search for eligible people with similar interests.[@bib20], [@bib21] This result could also be explained by the possibility of the impact of traditional social roles and cultural norms associated with women in the Middle East, where females hide their identities and personal information and are reluctant to disclose or declare their social media usage.

Our findings also indicated an association between the academic performance of males and females. Specifically, female students reported that access to social media negatively impacted their academic performance. These findings were in agreement with those of previous studies,[@bib22], [@bib23] wherein most social media users were negatively impacted in terms of academic performance. Contrary to our findings, some studies reported that frequent social media usage had no effect on students\' studies[@bib24], [@bib25]; while other studies reported that usage of social media sites could improve engagement and academic performance of students.[@bib26] This finding was due to the inability to understand social media complexities or the main purpose of social media usage. Nevertheless, this finding strengthened the premise of our study: that the socio-demographics of students and the predictors of their academic performance should be simultaneously considered when designing a specific measurement tool.

The misuse of social media networks has been reported.[@bib27] Stated that students preferred supervision, guidance and education on how to use social media would be a solution for unauthorized use of social media. Furthermore, other students requested a standard legislative framework for using social media networks.[@bib27]

This current study has some limitations that should be addressed with future research. First, the sampling method, which targeted only UOS medical students, could be modified. Second, the participants were assessed only with a paper-based questionnaire. Third, most of the students were from their first year of study, which might prevent the results from being generalised across all years of study at UOS.

Future investigation should consider probability sampling methods, such as stratified random sampling, that covers all relevant students, to collect random student samples from different faculties as well as different years of study. Moreover, future research is required to understand the purpose for which students are using social media; this could examine the socio-demographic factors that contribute to social media usage among UAE students. Finally, online surveys would help in recruiting more participants and would also be more time efficient than paper-based questionnaires.

Conclusion {#sec7}
==========

This study showed that males are more addicted to social media usage than females. In contrast, the academic performance of females is more affected by social media. Medical educators are waged to modify curricula to incorporate social media usage into effective learning strategies.

Recommendations {#sec8}
===============

In the future, more studies are needed to find ways to identify the factors that impact the usage of social media among university students. The study could also be expanded to include specific types of social media.
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